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Self-reported use and perception of the L1 
and L2 among maximally proficient bi- and 




This study investigates language preferences and perceptions in the use of the 
native language (L1) and second language (L2) by 386 bi- and multilingual 
adults. Participants declared that they were maximally proficient in L1 and L2 
and used both constantly. A quantitative analysis revealed that despite their 
maximal proficiency in the L1 and L2, participants preferred to use the L1 for 
communicating feelings or anger, swearing, addressing their children, per-
forming mental calculations, and using inner speech. They also perceived their 
L1 to be emotionally stronger than their L2 and reported lower levels of com-
municative anxiety in their L1. An analysis of interview data from 20 partici-
pants confirmed these findings while adding nuance. Indeed, differences in the 
use of the L1 and L2 and perceptions of both are often subtle and context- 
specific. Participants confirmed the finding that the L1 is usually felt to be more 
powerful than the L2, but this did not automatically translate into a preference 
for the L1. Longer stretches of time in the L2 culture are linked to a gradual 
shift in linguistic practices and perceptions. Participants reported that their 
multilingualism and multiculturalism gave them a sense of empowerment and 
a feeling of freedom.








AUTHOR’S COPY | AUTORENEXEMPLAR 
AUTHOR’S COPY | AUTORENEXEMPLAR 
26	 J.-M. Dewaele
use	 their	 languages	for	different	purposes,	 in	different	domains	of	 life,	with	
different	 people.	Different	 aspects	 of	 life	 often	 require	 different	 languages”	






competence	 in	both	 languages	 in	general	 terms,	 they	might	 in	 fact	be	more	
proficient	in	one	language	in	certain	situations	or	with	certain	people.	Being	




words,	 bilinguals	may	well	 feel	maximally	proficient	 in	both	 languages	yet	
display	clear	language	preferences	for	certain	speech	acts	or	topics.
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reason	for	bilingual	code	switching	to	the	L2	was	to	hide	embarrassment	about	
the	use	of	taboo	words	in	the	L1.	In	a	similar	vein,	Javier	and	Marcos	(1989)	
found	 that	 code	 switching	 to	 an	 L2	 allowed	 participants	 to	 distance	 them-
selves	from	what	they	were	saying,	thus	reducing	their	anxiety.	Anooshian	and	
Hertel	 (1994)	measured	 the	 ability	 of	 Spanish-English	 bilinguals	who	were	






their	L2.	Altarriba	 (2003)	 suggested	 that	 emotional	words	 in	 bilinguals’	L1	
benefit	from	multiple	memory	traces,	leading	to	a	stronger	semantic	represen-
tation.	Emotional	words	 in	a	 less	 frequently	used	 language	may	have	 fewer	
associations	and	thus	be	less	deeply	encoded.	This	could	explain	why	the	L2	

























less	of	 the	 language	of	encoding	or	 the	main	agent	 in	 the	narrative.	Partici-
pants	expressed	more	intense	emotion	when	retrieving	a	memory	in	the	same	
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language	as	the	one	used	during	the	event.	Age	also	affected	the	valence	of	the	




















positive)	 in	 the	 same	 way.	 Altarriba	 and	 Canary	 (2004)	 found	 evidence	
of	 	affective	 priming	 in	 both	 English	 monolinguals	 and	 Spanish-English	
	bilinguals.	But	 in	some	conditions,	bilinguals	had	 longer	reaction	 times	and	
less	priming	effect	when	compared	to	monolinguals.	The	authors	suggest	that	
this	difference	might	be	linked	to	the	fact	that	the	bilinguals	had	learned	and	












an	 interference	effect	 resulting	 in	an	 increase	 in	 reaction	 time	on	 the	color-
naming	 task.	 Sutton	 et	 al.	 (2007)	 used	 this	 method	 with	 highly	 proficient	
S	panish-English	 bilinguals,	 who	 showed	 evidence	 of	 interference	 on	 emo-
tional	words.	Participants	had	shorter	reaction	times	with	neutral	words	than	
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bilinguals.	 Using	 lie-detector	 technology,	 Harris	 et	 al.	 (2003)	 investigated	


















elicited	 higher	 skin	 conductance	 responses	 than	 those	 in	 an	 L2	 (Caldwell-	
Harris	and	Ayçiçeği-Dinn	2009).	The	researchers	also	looked	more	specifically	
at	 emotion	memory	 effects	 (that	 is,	 the	 fact	 that	 emotional	words	 are	more	
frequently	 recalled	 than	 neutral	words)	 among	 59	Turkish-English	 students	
from	a	university	in	Turkey	(Ayçiçeği-Dinn	and	Caldwell-Harris	2009).	Over-
all	 emotion-memory	 effects	 were	 similar	 in	 the	 two	 languages,	 with	 repri-
mands	 having	 the	 highest	 recall,	 followed	 by	 taboo	words,	 positive	words,	
negative	words,	and	finally	neutral	words.
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guage	 choice	 in	 emotional	 parent-child	 communication.	 She	 used	 feedback	
from	389	parents	on	closed	questions	about	the	frequency	(on	a	5-point	Likert	



















language	most	 frequently	 to	discipline	 their	children.	The	L2	was	used	 less	
frequently	to	praise	the	children.
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lyze	individual	variation	in	the	perceived	emotional	force	of	swear	words	in	
bi-	 and	multilinguals’	 different	 languages.	 Statistical	 analyses	 revealed	 that	
emotional	force	was	significantly	higher	in	the	L1	and	was	gradually	reduced	
in	 languages	 learned	 later	 in	 life.	 This	 confirmed	 earlier	 research	 showing	
higher	emotionality	of	the	L1	compared	to	languages	acquired	later	(see	De-
waele	and	Pavlenko	2002;	Pavlenko	2005;	Harris	et	al.	2003).	Participants	who	
learned	 their	 language(s)	 in	 a	 naturalistic	—	or	mixed	—	context	 rated	 the	
emotional	force	of	swear	words	in	that	language	higher	than	participants	who	
had	 learned	 a	 language	 only	 through	 classroom	 instruction.	 Perception	 of	
swear	words’	emotional	force	in	a	language	was	positively	linked	to	self-rated	
proficiency	 and	 general	 frequency	 of	 use.	Age	 of	 onset	 of	 acquisition	 was	
found	to	predict	perception	of	the	emotional	force	of	swear	words	in	the	L2,	
but	not	in	later	languages.	An	analysis	of	feedback	from	participants	showed	a	






ables,	 but	 generally	 stronger	 for	 self-reported	 language	 choice	 of	 swearing	
than	for	perception	of	the	words’	emotional	force.
Dewaele	(2007b)	investigated	self-reported	language	choice	for	mental	cal-
culations	 in	 the	 BEQ	 database.	 Mental	 calculation	 is	 a	 complex	 cognitive	
	operation	involving	both	language-dependent	and	language-independent	pro-
cesses.	The	 author	 found	 that	 the	L1	was	by	 far	 the	preferred	 language	 for	
mental	calculation,	with	degree	of	use	following	order	of	acquisition.	Perhaps	
bi-	 and	 multilinguals’	 preference	 for	 the	 L1	 is	 linked	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 they	
learned	this	specific	cognitive	operation	at	school	in	the	L1,	which	was	typi-





with	 a	more	 qualitative	 study	 based	 on	 interview	material	 from	 20	 bi-	 and	
multi	linguals	living	in	the	United	Kingdom	that	will	also	be	used	in	the	present	
study.	Self-reported	 code	 switching	was	 found	 to	be	 significantly	more	 fre-
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that	 has	 the	 strongest	 emotional	 resonance.	 Altarriba	 (2003),	 Harris	 et	 al.	
(2006),	and	Pavlenko	(2002,	2005)	suggest	that	this	effect	stems	from	the	way	
the	L1	was	learned.	Emotional	words	and	scripts	learned	in	childhood	acquire	
















This	 study	expects	 to	find	 that	bi-	 and	multilingual	 adults	who	 feel	 equally	
proficient	in	the	oral	production	of	their	L1	and	L2,	and	who	use	the	L1	and	L2	
daily:
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The	 BEQ	 (Dewaele	 and	 Pavlenko	 2001	–2003)	 was	 an	 open-access	 survey	
available	for	two	years	on	the	Internet,	which	generated	a	rich	database	cover-





















different	 L1s.	Native	English	 speakers	 represent	 the	 largest	 group	 (n	=	86),	
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followed	 by	 native	 speakers	 of	 Spanish	 (n	=	57),	 French	 (n	=	49),	 German	
(n	=	37),	Catalan	(n	=	22),	Dutch	(n	=	21),	Italian	(n	=	17),	Russian	(n	=	12),	
and	Afrikaans	(n	=	12).	The	participants	spoke	a	total	of	31	different	L2s.	The	
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Next,	 participants	 answered	 questions	 concerning	 the	 perception	 of	 L1	 and	
L2	 characteristics,	 as	well	 as	 the	 emotional	weight	 of	 swear	words	 in	 each	
language.	 Possible	 answers	 included:	 not	 at	 all	=	1,	 somewhat	=	2,	more	 or	
less	=	3,	to	a	large	extent	=	4,	absolutely	=	5.	The	questions	were	as	follows:
(8)	 	Here	 are	 some	 subjective	 statements	 about	 the	 languages	 you	 know.	



















6.2.	 Language choice for expressing anger and for swearing
A	Wilcoxon	 signed-rank	 test	 showed	 significant	 differences	 between	 self-	
reported	frequency	of	using	the	L1	and	L2	for	expressing	anger	to	oneself,	to	
friends	 and	 family,	 and	 in	 letters	 (see	 Figure	 2).	 No	 significant	 difference	
emerged	for	expressing	anger	to	strangers.	The	L1	was	significantly	favored	
over	the	L2	for	swearing.
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Figure	1.	 Self-reported language choice for communicating feelings in the L1 and L2
Figure	2.	 Self-reported language choice for communicating anger and swearing in the L1 and L2
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6.4.	 Language choice for inner speech and mental calculations
A	Wilcoxon	signed-rank	test	revealed	that	the	L1	is	the	preferred	language	for	
inner	speech	and	mental	calculations	(see	Table	1,	Figure	4).
6.5.	 Perceptions of L1 and L2 characteristics
A	Wilcoxon	signed-rank	test	revealed	a	significant	difference	in	the	perception	
of	the	overall	characteristics	of	the	L1	and	L2	(see	Table	1).	While	the	L2	is	
Figure	3.	 	Self-reported language choice for speaking to one’s children, praising, and disciplin-
ing in the L1 and L2
Figure	4.	 	Self-reported language choice for inner speech and mental calculations in the L1 and 
L2
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perceived	to	be	significantly	more	useful,	the	L1	is	felt	to	be	significantly	more	
colorful,	 rich,	 poetic,	 and	 emotional.	 Moreover,	 the	 perceived	 emotional	
strength	of	swear	words	in	the	L1	is	significantly	higher	than	in	the	L2	(see	
Figure	5).
6.6.	 Communicative anxiety in the L1 and L2















Figure	5.	 Perception of characteristics of the L1 and L2
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Table	1.	  Differences between frequency of use and perception of L1 and L2 ( Wilcoxon signed-
rank test)
Category Item N Z p
Communicating	feelings Alone 349 	 −9.713 ***
Letters 349 	 −6.430 ***
Friends 355 	 −6.671 ***
Parents 346 	 −9.653 ***
Communicating	anger Alone 365 	 −9.329 ***
Letters 354 	 −3.332 **
Friends 366 	 −5.659 ***
Parents 351 	 −9.871 ***
Strangers 350 	 −1.031
Swearing 359 	 −4.976 ***
Child-directed Speech 170 	 −6.880 ***
Disciplining 120 	 −6.258 ***
Praising 154 	 −6.525 ***
Silent Inner	speech 369 	 −8.541 ***
Calculation 368 −11.472 ***
Perception Useful 379 	 −2.276 *
Colorful 369 	 −4.009 ***
Rich 373 	 −4.692 ***
Poetic 374 	 −5.194 ***
Emotional 373 	 −4.856 ***
Swearwords 359 	 −8.088 ***
Communicative	anxiety Friends 369 	 −4.041 ***
Colleagues 353 	 −5.059 ***
Strangers 363 	 −5.114 ***
Phone 367 	 −7.005 ***
Public 356 	 −8.047 ***
*	p	<	.05,	**	p	<	.001,	***	p	<	.0001
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since	 the	 linguistic	 practices	 of	 these	 multilingual	 and	 often	 multicultural	





















Figure	6.	 Communicative anxiety in the L1 and L2
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what	 it	means,	 because	 it’s	my	 language	 anyway,	 and	 how	offensive	 it	



















M	 	Yes,	 because	 I	 still	 think	 about	 that	 (.	.	.)	 but	 I	 know	what	 you	mean,	
sometimes	if	it	was	just	something,	I	told	to	myself,	you	know,	but	then	
because	 that	matter’s	 always	 related	 to	 the	 something	 somebody	 I	was	
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namely	 ‘wo	ai	 ni’,	which	 she	 feels	 is	 “very	very	 incorrect”	but	which	 they	
e	njoy	using.	 In	 other	words,	 she	 is	 happy	with	 her	 unique	English-Chinese	
cultural	and	linguistic	blend.
7.	 Discussion
The	 research	hypotheses	 from	 this	 study	were	confirmed	 in	 the	quantitative	
analysis.	The	386	bi-	 and	multilingual	 adults	who	 feel	 equally	proficient	 in	
their	L1	and	L2,	and	who	use	both	languages	constantly,	prefer	the	L1	signifi-
cantly	more	for	communicating	feelings	in	general,	and	anger	in	particular,	as	
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more	colorful,	 rich,	and	emotional.	The	difference	was	even	stronger	 in	 the	
perception	of	the	emotional	strength	of	swear	words,	with	L1	swear	words	re-
ported	 to	 have	 a	much	 stronger	 emotional	 resonance	 than	L2	 swear	words.	
Communicative	anxiety	was	found	to	be	higher	in	the	L2.
These	 findings	 confirm	 earlier	 studies	 from	 the	 larger	 corpus	 collected	
through	the	BEQ.	The	L1	is	generally	perceived	to	be	the	most	emotional	of	
bi-	or	multilinguals’	languages	(Dewaele	2004b,	2007a,	2010;	Pavlenko	2002,	
2005).	 It	 is	also	 the	preferred	 language	for	expressing	feelings	or	anger,	 for	




















support	 to	Grosjean’s	 (2008)	Complementarity	Principle,	 namely	 that	 bilin-
guals	may	be	more	proficient	in	a	certain	language	in	certain	domains.
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emotional	 resonance	 than	 the	 L2,	which	 could	 be	 linked	 to	 the	 “emotional	
context	of	learning”	(Harris	et	al.	2006).	But	those	who	had	spent	a	consider-
able	amount	of	time	in	the	United	Kingdom	or	abroad	reported	fewer	differ-














The	 image	 that	 arose	 from	 the	 interviews	was	 one	 of	 slow	 shifts	 in	 lin-
guistic	 practices	 linked	 to	 the	 perception	 and	 adoption	 of	 different	 cultural	
v	alues.	For	many	participants,	this	multilingualism	—	and,	to	a	certain	extent,	




proficient	 in	 their	L1	and	L2	 revealed	systematic	differences	 in	 the	use	and	
perception	of	 their	 languages.	Although	 they	 reported	using	both	 languages	
daily,	they	used	their	L2	less	frequently	for	expressing	their	deepest	feelings	or	
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some	Asian	and	Arab	participants	 to	overcome	 the	 sociocultural	 constraints	
surrounding	displays	of	emotion	and	swearing	in	their	L1.






















AUTHOR’S COPY | AUTORENEXEMPLAR 




equivalence	between	languages.	The International Journal of Bilingualism	7(3).	305–322.
Altarriba,	Jeanette	&	Tina	M.	Canary.	2004.	The	influence	of	emotional	arousal	on	affective	prim-





speakers:	a	levels-of-processing	approach.	Bilingualism: Language and Cognition	12.	291–303.
Bond,	Michael	Harris	&	Tat-Ming	Lai.	1986.	Embarrassment	and	code-switching	into	a	second	
language.	Journal of Social Psychology	126(2).	179–186.
Bialystok,	 Ellen.	 2005.	 Consequences	 of	 bilingualism	 for	 cognitive	 development.	 In	 Judith	 F.	
Kroll	&	Annette	M.	B.	de	Groot	(eds.),	Handbook of bilingualism: psycholinguistic approaches,	
417– 432.	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press.
Caldwell-Harris,	Catherine	L.	&	Ayse	Ayçiçeği-Dinn.	2009.	Emotion	and	lying	in	a	non-native	
language.	International Journal of Psychophysiology	71(3).	193–204.
Dewaele,	 Jean-Marc.	 2004a.	 Blistering	 barnacles!	What	 language	 do	multilinguals	 swear	 in?!	
	Estudios de Sociolinguïstica	5(1).	83–106.
Dewaele,	Jean-Marc.	2004b.	The	emotional	force	of	swearwords	and	taboo	words	in	the	speech	of	
multilinguals.	Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development	25(2/3).	204 –222.
Dewaele,	 Jean-Marc.	 2005.	 The	 effect	 of	 type	 of	 acquisition	 context	 on	 perception	 and	 self-	
reported	use	of	swearwords	in	the	L2,	L3,	L4	and	L5.	In	Alex	Housen	&	Michel	Pierrard	(eds.),	
Investigations in instructed second language acquisition,	531–559.	Berlin	&	New	York:	Mou-
ton	De	Gruyter.
Dewaele,	 Jean-Marc.	2007a.	Context	and	L2	users’	pragmatic	development.	 In	Zhu	Hua,	Peter	






International Journal of Bilingualism 11(4).	391– 409.







native	speech:	a	study	of	cross-cultural	effects.	In	Vivian	Cook	(ed.),	The effects of the second 
language on the first,	120 –141.	Clevedon,	UK:	Multilingual	Matters.
Dewaele,	Jean-Marc,	Konstantinos	V.	Petrides	&	Adrian	Furnham.	2008.	The	effects	of	trait	emo-
tional	intelligence	and	sociobiographical	variables	on	communicative	anxiety	and	foreign	lan-




AUTHOR’S COPY | AUTORENEXEMPLAR 
AUTHOR’S COPY | AUTORENEXEMPLAR 
Use and perception of L1 and L2	 51











gual minds: emotional experience, expression, and representation,	 257–283.	Clevedon,	UK:	
Multilingual	Matters.
Javier,	Rafael	Art	&	L.	Marcos.	1989.	The	role	of	stress	on	the	language	independence	and	code-
switching	phenomena.	Journal of Psycholinguistic Research	18(6).	449– 472.
Javier,	Rafael	Art,	Felix	Barroso	&	Michele	A.	Muñoz.	1993.	Autobiographical	memory	in	bilin-
guals.	Journal of Psycholinguistic Research	22(3).	319–338.








guals.	Journal of Memory and Language	51.	190 –201.
Panayiotou,	 Alexia.	 2004a.	 Bilingual	 emotions:	 the	 untranslatable	 self.	 Estudios de Socio-
lingüística	5(1).	1–19.
Panayiotou,	Alexia.	2004b.	Switching	codes,	switching	code:	bilinguals’	emotional	responses	in	
English	and	Greek.	Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development	25(2/3).	124 –139.
Pavlenko,	Aneta.	2002.	Bilingualism	and	emotions.	Multilingua	21(1).	45–78.
Pavlenko,	Aneta.	2004.	 “Stop	doing	 that,	 ia	komu	skazala!”:	 language	choice	 and	emotions	 in	




Pavlenko,	Aneta.	2006.	Bilingual	selves.	In	Aneta	Pavlenko	(ed.),	Bilingual minds: emotional ex-








Bilingualism: Language and Cognition	4(3).	203–231.
Wilson,	Rosemary	&	Jean-Marc	Dewaele.	2010.	The	use	of	web	questionnaires	 in	second	 lan-
guage	acquisition	and	bilingualism	research.	Second Language Research	26(1).	103–123.
AUTHOR’S COPY | AUTORENEXEMPLAR 
AUTHOR’S COPY | AUTORENEXEMPLAR 
